Christian Studies in Contemporary China by T. S. Lam, Jason
CHRISTIAN STUDIES IN CONTEMPORARY CHINA
Jason T. S. Lam
Institute of Sino-Christian Studies, Hong Kong, China
Abstract
Although Christian Studies is a comparatively new discipline in
Mainland China, it has a long history in global academia. Thus, while
promoting this discipline in China, we are also bringing Chinese scholars
to the international arena and exposing international scholars to the Chi-
nese situation. Given that we are all living in a globalized (or glocalized)
context, this exchange allows people a better understanding of different
religious traditions so as to avoid a clash of civilizations, especially for
those living in a multi-religious context like Asia. In this paper I explain
how this special phenomenon has emerged in the rapidly changing Chi-
nese situation in the last few decades and to articulate the interesting
characteristics of Christian studies and related theology in this context,
namely extra ecclesiam (outside of the church).
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The study of Christianity in universities and research institutes is
nothing unusual. It is rather remarkable, however, that Christian studies
have become established in the cultural and educational system of com-
munist China and have been developing rapidly since the late 1980s. A
considerable number of scholars are now pursuing the serious academic
study of Christianity and publishing their findings, and are doing so not in
seminaries or other ecclesiastical settings but in institutions of the social
and human sciences run and financed by the state.
The Institute of Sino-Christian Studies (hereafter abbreviated as
ISCS), in which the author is presently working, is established in order to
promote Christian studies (and even develop Sino-Christian theology) in
the above-described situation. Our objective is to make Christian Studies
a constituent of the contemporary Chinese academic tradition, just like
Buddhism had done for some centuries ago, so that the Chinese culture
can be enriched. Because of this special mission and the situation de-
scribed above, our major working partners are not churches and seminar-
ies in Mainland China but Chinese humanities scholars and their related
institutions including universities, research institutes, and so on. Although
Christian studies is a comparatively new discipline in Mainland China, it
has a long history in global academia. Thus at the same time of promoting
this discipline in China, we are also bringing Chinese scholars to the inter-
national arena and international scholars to understand the Chinese situa-
tion. Given that we are all living in a globalized (or better glocalized)
context, it should be considered a meaningful activity for letting people
have a better understanding of different religious traditions so as to avoid
a clash of civilizations, especially for those living in a multi-religious con-
text like Asia.
In this paper I am going to explain how this special phenomenon
has emerged in the rapidly changing Chinese situation in the last few de-
cades and to articulate the interesting characteristics of Christian studies
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and related theology in this context, namely extra ecclesiam (outside of
the church). This may be so special that it has never happened in the
history of Asian and even global Christianity, but it may also be an
indigenized or contextualized form appropriate to the Chinese religio-
cultural tradition. And we hope that this model may also provide some
clues to developing a non-confrontational approach for a public dialogue
in the multi-traditional Asian and even global context.
A Historical Description of the Phenomenon1
After the communist government was established in Mainland
China in 1949, and especially during the ten years of the Cultural Revolu-
tion, the Christian churches were forced to surrender all their educational
institutions, including schools, universities and seminaries, to the state.
Subsequently they had to struggle for their existence and accommodate
themselves to the new situation under an atheist socialist government.
The general repression of religion ceased over 30 years ago and religious
freedom is now enshrined in the constitution. However, since the churches'
academic resources were completely abolished for such a long time the
seminaries in Mainland China have until recently been struggling to pro-
duce clergy to meet the needs of the churches. They have therefore had
little resources to devote to research and not been able to produce much
high quality academic studies.
A humanities faculty is not complete without the study of reli-
gions. Even during the Cultural Revolution the study of philosophy, his-
tory and other subjects in secular universities included the study of reli-
gions (although they were presented in a critical manner). Once ideologi-
cal control was relaxed, however, this material began to attract the inter-
est of scholars in its own right.2  Despite the atheist stance of the commu-
nists and their eagerness to impose their ideology on every area of the
cultural and educational system, it was an undeniable fact that commu-
nism was a product of the history of western thought. Its origin therefore
had to be studied in that context; and one of the essential constituents of
Western thought is Christianity. Indeed, the writings of Marx, Engels and
even Lenin include discussions of creation, original sin, the Trinity and
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other elements of the Christian faith. As early as 1956, therefore, the
communist government was already planning to translate 1630 western
philosophical works over a period of 30 years. This was the beginning of
the process of introducing a vast amount of western thought into the
Chinese cultural and educational system. Some older-generation Chinese
scholars learned about Christianity in this way. The more important point,
however, is that it prepared the human resources and experience needed
for studying Christianity and even developing theology in recent years.3
Because of the above historical development, through the com-
munist cultural and educational system, Christian thought has silently par-
ticipated in the making of modern thought in this ancient country. Once
the control of an autocratic ideology was relaxed in the academic realm a
wide variety of types of thinking had a chance of developing and gaining
popularity among intellectuals. This has been the scene since 1978, when
Deng Xiaoping came to the political foreground and began gradually
implementing his policy of “reform and openness”. In the last thirty years
we have been witnessing the rise of modern China in the international
arena. In the eyes of Chinese humanities scholars, this country was then
and is still pursuing modernization in a dramatically rapid pace. Most
Asian countries are running on a similar track and we are still seeking for
an appropriate model suiting our own needs. Undeniably, however, from
the very beginning all of us are tracing a Western type of Enlightenment
model before we found that some elements might not be most relevant to
our traditions. China is no exception. Chinese humanities scholars since
the 1980s were eager to study this modernization model and from their
training they found very quickly that Christianity was one key element in
the background of Western culture. At the same time, the limitation of
Chinese academic tradition was also reexamined so as to respond to the
social challenges. Therefore Christian studies has been pursued in the
public realm of humanities for the sake of searching for a new way of
development and a new identity for this ancient country in contemporary
era.
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Characteristics of Doing Theology extra ecclesiam
The first thing to be noticed from this unique phenomenon is that
when the church finds it difficult to produce her voice in the public realm,
academic Christian studies has emerged to let Chinese people have a bet-
ter understanding of this comparatively minor religious tradition. In addi-
tion, even Christian scholars in the Western world find it hard to attract
public attention nowadays, Christian studies in China is shaping a type of
“public theology” in academia through the help of scholars trained in
various disciplines. Liu Xiaofeng, once a prominent figure of this group,
pointed out the significance of this phenomenon as evangelization with-
out missionaries.4  I would add that, analogically they in turn become
missionaries and preach the Christian message to intellectuals without
the aids of the institutional churches. That means it is a self- initiated
process by the Chinese scholars themselves without the interference or
influence of foreign missionaries. Their writings are transmitted in the
human and social sciences among Chinese intellectuals while the churches
in Mainland China play very little part in this process. Undoubtedly it is
filled of theological significance. Even from the surface, this is a very
special phenomenon in the history of Christianity, especially in the mod-
ern history of Christianity in Asia, and it directly affects the nature of the
“theology” these people have produced.
From the above background information, nevertheless, it is quite
understandable that from the very outset the proponents of Christian stud-
ies in Mainland China do not aim at constructing a Christian “theology”
in the (Western) traditional sense. They are primarily scholars from dif-
ferent academic disciplines researching into the study of Christianity rather
than “Christian theologians” in the usual sense. In other words, they are
scholars of Christian culture trained in philosophy, history, literature, so-
ciology and so on rather than believers or practitioners of Christianity as
a religion. They are interested in the academic study of Christianity, rather
than believing in Christianity, though a few of them do take Christianity
as their personal faith. The emergence of this group of scholars is already
a significant cultural as well as theological phenomenon because before
that there had been very rare serious studies of Christian theology in Chi-
nese academia.
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The second thing to be observed from this cultural qua theologi-
cal phenomenon is that, as we have mentioned above, is that these schol-
ars are searching for a new way of cultural development and a new iden-
tity for a modern China. Therefore because of this aim and the platform
on which they are standing Christian studies has become a constituent in
the contemporary Chinese academic arena, shaping the modern face of
Chinese culture in the process of modernization and globalization. It has
achieved to some degree what the Christian church and missionaries have
aimed at for centuries but never succeeded. But it is a self-initiated pro-
cess by Chinese scholars themselves such that it has attracted attentions
from academics inside and outside of the churches in China and other
areas.
Nonetheless, since Christian studies and the related theology (Sino-
Christian theology)5 emerged in the university context and have made use
of the language of humanities and social sciences, some adaptations have
to be made. The advantage of this transformation is that even non-believ-
ing scholars can in a high degree understand and even appreciate the
approaches and contents of different forms of theology. But the tradeoff
is that it is not easy to produce traditional or confessional type of theo-
logical discourse in this multi-religious context, especially when most hu-
manities scholars involved are not believers and have no such inten-
tion. This makes some church leaders, especially those who had received
the traditional theological training in theological seminaries, rather skep-
tical and even critical to the “theological studies” produced. Neverthe-
less, for the sake of becoming a constituent of and contributing to the
making of modern Chinese culture, many scholars including some with
confessional stance welcome this emerging phenomenon.6
Lastly, given that this “theological studies” is researched in the
universities run by the state, and it is unlikely that a theology department
(in the traditional or confessional sense) will be established in the near
future, Sino-Christian theology from the very beginning has been a kind
of interdisciplinary studies dispersed in different disciplines. The disad-
vantage of this is obvious: theology and even Christian studies will find
difficulties to become a holistic discipline and to develop its own research
methodology and approaches like Christian theology has been doing in
the traditional “Western” settings. In most modern Chinese societies, how-
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ever, there is a long tradition of the study of Confucianism, Taoism and
Buddhism, in university departments of philosophy, history, literature,
sociology, anthropology, cultural studies, religious studies, etc. In such
departments these religions are also studied differently from the way they
are studied in institutions run by the respective religious communities.
This does not provide a condition convenient for teaching and transmit-
ting the major elements of Chinese culture in the modern educational
system. Nevertheless, they have never lost their identities of being major
constituents of this tradition with a history of several thousand years. If
Christian studies and theology could transform successfully into a kind of
encyclopaedic discipline in a similar fashion, then it would have very good
opportunities to meet different cultural and religious traditions and get
into genuine dialogues in the public platform of academia. This is not
merely the hope of the Christian church and missionaries, but also fulfill
the hope of many modern Chinese scholars wanting to absorb elements of
other cultures to enrich one’s own tradition in the age of modernization
and globalization.
Ending Remarks
In the long history of China, her religio-cultural tradition has mostly
shown hospitality to foreigners and is thus non-exclusive in nature. In
addition, we find that whenever new elements were introduced in the
course of development, both the Chinese and the foreign cultural tradi-
tions were enriched. Buddhism is one such example. When it came from
India to China and was transformed by the indigenous traditions and gradu-
ally became a major constituent of Chinese culture. We are now living in
an age where the different religio-cultural traditions constantly encounter
each other in many ways. So we need to ask: do we want a clash of
civilizations or a non-confrontational encounter and even a mutual en-
richment? Although Christian studies and Sino-Christian theology is still
in the infancy stage compared with the long history of Chinese and Chris-
tian cultures, the phenomenon which has appeared during the last three
decades may be revealing to us some direction for an age searching for a
new cultural identity.
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